CHAPTER XVIII
THE COMMONWEALTH

THE GREAT CIVIL War and the execution of the king left England under
an uncontrolled despotism compared with which the government of
Charles I. was a limited monarchy.   The despotism was that of the
Independent members, the Rump, of the Long Parliament backed by an irre-
sistible standing army.   If Charles's Personal Government of 1629-40 had not
been representative of the people, still less was the government of the Rump
which consisted of some 90 members, all that were allowed to sit out of the
490 members elected to the Long Parliament of November 1640.   Their election
was over eight years old and a profound revolution had occurred since then.
They had long ago outlived their mandate from the constituencies*   Yet,
under the Act of nth May 1641, they considered themselves to be indissoluble,
without their own consent.   This in effect meant indissoluble for ever, although
the king, whose habit of suddenly dissolving parliament was the sole reason
for the Act of 1641, was now dead.   To make its absolute power quite sure,
the Rump, claiming to be the parliament of England and sole legislative
authority, suppressed the Second Chamber by an Act which declared that the
House of Lords was " useless, dangerous, and ought to be abolished " (6th
February 1649).   It suppressed the institution of monarchy by Act of 8th
February.   A Council of State of forty-one, which was practically just a com-
mittee of the House, was set up to be the executive authority of government.
England was declared (by Act of xgth May 1649) to be " A Commonwealth or
Free State."   Hallam writes :

Thus by military force, with the approbation of an inconceivably small proportion
of the people, the king was put to death, *the ancient fundamental laws were over-
thrown, and a mutilated House of Commons, wherein very seldom more than seventy
or eighty sat, was invested with the supreme authority.1

To make sure that it was the government, the Rump Parliament sat con-
tinuously throughout the year.

Even the soldiers, habituated as they are to authoritarian methods, deemed
this to be a monstrous system to be established after six years of insurrection
and revolution, the sole purpose of which was to prevent arbitrary government.
Cromwell and his officers would certainly have done away with the disgusting

1 Constitutional History, ii. p. 235.